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ABSTRACT ' . . • ^ 

This paper arteapts to clarify soae of the issues 
raised in the Author's earlier paper, "A Theoretical .Perspective on 
3:he Pelationship between Bilingualism and Thought" (Working Papers on 
Bilingualisa, No. 1) , as a response to- Gerald Neufeld's critique^ 
which appeared in No. 2 of the same series. The present paper argues 
'thar Neufjsld 'mistakenly imputes to the £irst article certain beliefs 
regarding cognitive flexibility, the "swi't-chiag hypothesis" and 
cultural^stimulation. In the original paper these aspects of .soae - 
bilingual learning situations were discussed purely as examples of 
p(?^sible non-linguistic explanatory facxors for the. positive effet:ts 
of bilingualisBf on cognition thar have been observe^. The validityi^or 
lack of validity. of • these factors were not under examination in the 
original paper. The present paper also , includes' a table containing a 
sumTnary of rhe observed effects of biii.ngualism on cognition and the 
suggested explanations of these effects. (Author/DB) 
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THE PERSON OR ORCANlZATiDNOR«0»N- ^ ,^ * * S^r^ X^Fr.V/ndk r.«THFJi ftSftO. 
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EOUCATtON PO\«TiON OR **0{.'C\ Ofptt^ f . • 

I feel a brief clarif icatio;i of some of the issues raised in my ^ \ 

paper *A Theoretical Perspective on the Relationship between Bilingualism 
and Thought" (Working Papers on Bilingualism, no* 1) is in arder in 
view of Gerald Neufeld's critique in Working Papers on Bilingualism,* 
CD- - no. 2. I shall first/ clarify the purposa of the paper and then comment 

on some of Neufeld's specific misinterpretations. 

My purpose in considering* the question of bilingualism and 

thought was not to offer arguments to show that bilinguals are* more 

, cognitively f lex^ible than. unilingual*s nor to review recent research 

on this issue, but to consider the logital adequacy of a certain , 

theoretical position. I. attempted to .^how that predictiohs regarding 

the inf luencetJbf biMngualism on thought .are not wholly dependent on 

the way the language-thought- issue^is resolved. In .other wards, 

non-linguistic factors could theoretically exert a' differential 

.-influence on the cognitive development of bilingual and unilUngual ' . 

children. In the paper I noted -several such non-linguistic factors 

(cultural^stimulation (Peal and Lambert* 1%2); greater degree of - 

♦ nT social interaction involved in learning two languag.es as opposed to 

' ' ' 

one (liedke and Nelson, 1968); switching between languages (Peal and 
'"^^^ , Lambert, W62) ; Balkan, 1970; Landry, 1974D which* have been proposed 
''O various researchers as possible explanatory factors for the positive 

<^ effects of bilingualism on cognition which they observed in their 

studies'. The purpose of mentioning these factors was not, as Neufeld 
assumes, to argue for their validity, but to point out that^ they aire 
relevant to a^ theoretical, analysis of bilingualism and. thought. 

This reminder, is necessary since it has too often been implicitly 
assumed that only the language-thought issue is* relevant to the 
question of bilingualism and thought (e.g-, Macnamara, 1970). The - 
theoretical implications of the fact that bilingualism could affect ' 
cognitive development in ways which are nrc^t ^(Ji^'ctly mediated by' - \ 
Q language are worth noting. Th^ first implication is that Macnamara's 



(1970) theoretical analysis bi^ingualista and thought is logically 
inadequate since it takes inth account only linguistic features 

* of the bilingUal situation* !»?ieufeld mis.^s the point when he says 
that Macnamara 'is cognizant of the ext^t of or lack of cultural 
transfer. Of course he is. What Macnamara appears hdt to be cognizant 
of is the fact that the potential importance of this and other non- 
linguistic factors (not alL "cultural") invalidates his conclusion « 
that because language is less than crucial in the developigent of^^ 
cognition therefore bilingualisra is unlikely .to exert any important^ 

•influence either. In the original paper I argued that Macnamara's 
conclusion does not follow even when linguistic factors only are taken 
into account. ' ' * * . . 

* Secondly, the existence of non-linguistic explan^ory factors 
means that research on *the effects of bilingualism on cognitive 
processes does ^ot necessarily carry any implications for the ianguage- 
thoiight issue. Thus, Bain's (1974) attempt to integrate the views Of 
Piaget .(1966) and Vygotsky (1962) on the- language-thought issue by 
investigating the effects of bilingualism on cognitive develo'pmerft 
misses^ the point since these effects are not necessarily ^mediated -by 
language. • ■ - / , • 

Let me reiterate that in discussing linguistic and non-linguistic 
explanatory factors I am 'not suggesting that any or /all of these are 
valdd; rather , th^ purpose of the discussion is to draw out the 
. implications tof_ the qualitative'' difference between these two types of 
explanatory phenofaena for theoretical analyses of bilingualism and 
thought I submit that the conclusions reached by Wacnamara (1970). ^ 

and Bain (1974), though very 'different , are both logically inadequate 

* ■ , * ^ * 

precisely because they fail to take account of this distinction. 

Neufeld begins his p^aper by stating that " ...Cummins offered some 
arguments in support of the popular hypothesis that bilingiials may . ^, 
well be more cognitively flexible than their monolingual counterparts." 
He goes on to say th^t the mo'^t serious problem in the paper is that the 
impression is conveyed that nearly all recent studies exploring the 
effects of bilingualism on cognitive development "strongly support the 
view that bilinguals excel in problem solving, concept learning, 
abstract reasoning, and general academic achievement." As pointed out 



above I had no intention of reviewing recient research, still less • 
'attempting to show that feilinguals are mere cagnitiv^ly flexible than 
unllinguals^ "However, since the interpt(ttation of ' recent research . 
studies and oy own views o.n cognitive "f !.exj.bilit^" fn bilinguals have 
-been raised by Neufeld^ a clarification jLs in order. 

Table 1 summarizes the observed effects of bilingualism on 

cognition and the suggested explanations of these effects since the 

Peal and Lambert study in 1962/ Unf ortimately^ Neufeld's discussicJn of 

i 

previous ^esearc^h extends only to^studie|s conducted in Montreal and ^ 
Ottawa. His .conviction that bilinguali^m does not lead to intellectual 
advantages migi^t have been less assured ih^d he'been aware of the 
bulk of evidence summarized in Table^.! The fact, however, fhat recent} 
stvidies of bilingual'ism and 'Cognition l^ve reported higher levels. of 
cogni'tave performance in bilinguals do^s not, of course, preclude the* 
'possibility that in some bilingual learning siituations .becoming bilingual 
might have n^ativ-e* consequences for aental development or academic 
achievement (see', for example, Macnaioara's (1966) research on bilingualism 
and scholastic achievement). Macnamara (1974;, Neuield (197.4)^'*and 
Gummins (1974) have ^1 noted that bilingual research cesults cannot be 
generalized* ojitsi^ie the specif ic^ bilingual learning situation in which 

4 I „ 

the research took place. However, given these qualifications, ^the 
, research^ results ^outlined in Table 1 clearly indicate that when .a certain 

level of balance has befen achieved between the two languages, bilingualism 

can, in some bilingual learning situations accelerate aspects of 
''cognitive developmeilt . While individual studies in Table 1 may bfe 

criticized on various points, such a consistent body ot evidence 

cannot bV lighfl^^ dis|inissed by any serious researcher. 

Neufeld completely misrepresents, my views ^oiv.<i*ognitive "f lexibility\* 
in bilingudls and on me "switching hypothesis", i.e., that.Xhe habit 
of constantly switching from one language to another may leaH to gr6at61: 
cognitive flexibility in bilinguals (Peal and Lambert, 1962; Balkan, 1970; 
Lanidry, 1974). Far from arguing in support of the hypothesis that ^, 
bilinguals are more cognitively fl^xil?le than unilinguals, I have/ 
elsewhere (Cummins, 1974)\ argued that 'the whole notion o^ coghitTive 
flexibility in bilingu'als \is rife with .conceptual confuslop,. /In ^' " 
addition, the f indings^of • a recent research study (Cummins and Guiutsan, 
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(1974-6)*^TiWe cast serious doubt on the validity of the switching 
hvpothesist , • . *' 

While there is some evidence that .bilinguals may be mi)re ^ 
cognic-ively f lex;Lble (in seme sense of the word) than ,unilinguals * A 
Xsee Table 1), a more precise definition is needed of what this 
flexibility entails ► For example, how does "flexibility" as used b^ 
Balkan (-IQTO) ( performance on perceptual and verbal ""set changing" 
tests) relate to Peal and Lambert's^ (1962) "flexibility"^ performance 
on tests- of general reasoningX ,or to Landry's, "divergent thinking" 
( performance, on the Torrance tests of creative , thinking)? The term . 
"flexibility^* is used by the respective authors to describe each 
of these vastly (5ijiferent cognitive perfonrfance and- in each case 'thfe 
'switching hypothesis is invoked as an explanatory construct. The 
^xtent cff the conceptual confusion can be seen in Landry's comments 
on Pea]^ and Lambert's study. In discussipg Peal and Lambert's results 
tandry states that the differejice between the bilingual and unilingual 
groups "was' precisely on the factor of flexibility, a divergent 
thinking task (1974, p. 10)." This is a^-gross misinterpretation of 
Peai and Lambert's ^l!ndings. Peal and, Lamb'ert^s theoretical speculations 
might lead oile to hypothesize a pbsit?ive correlation hettween bilingualiSm 
and either creativity or cognitive flexibility, but there is nothing in 
their, empirical data which supports- -such an hypothesis./ In addition, one 
must ask how the "cognitive flexibility" discussed by Peal and Lambert, 
Balkan, and Landry relates to the attitudinal flexibilAty* reported in 
^several of Lambert's studies. . Unless tiiis ,type of question is* answered • 
the term "flexibility" will be 'so broad and ill-defined asj to be Useless 
for describing or accounting for differences i)etween uniljjnguals and 
bilinguals. - , ' I 

The validity of the "switching hypothesis'' has been called into 
question by Cummins, and Gulutsan (1974 b) who found Ithat bilingual and - 
unilingual groups matched .for lex, SES and age, did not differ in 
ability to extinguish a set as measured by the Uz'nad^e haptij^p-lus-^n.....^^ 
If bilinguals were in fact more "adaptable" or "willipg-ko change" . 
(tandry, 1974, p» 13) as a result of alternating langdages this should 
have been evident in the hap tic set test whiph'**:;equires* subjects to 
chang'e an (established set or pattern of response ► Thus, It should not* 



be uncritically* assumed that switching froii) one language to another 
has any consequences for the cognitive functioning of bilinguals^ 

\ In nummary, by misunderstanding the purpose of my paper which 
was addressed to^ the logical adequacy of Macnamara; s (1970) views on 
bilingualism and thought, Neufeld has imputed to me various beliefs 
•regarding* cognitive f lexi^bility , the switching hypothesis, cultural ^ 
stimulation etc. which I do. not hold. In my paper these aspects of 
some bilingual learfiing situations were* discussed purely as ex^nples 
of possible non-linguistic ^ejcplanatory factor-s with no coVslderation 
of their validity or lack of validity. The validity of these^ hypo these 
is dependent' on further empirical^^i^estigation. As is clear from the 
discussion above my views are very different from' those attacked by 
Neufeld^ . -a . ■ . , ' 

It is hoped that the summary o| recent research presented in 
Table 1 will le^d • to discussions which aire better informed with respect 
to the phenomena which require explanation in the area of bilingual 
cognition. Also, instead of woo'ly armchair; t-heorizing about possible 
explanations of cognitive differences between bilinguals and unillngual 
we 'need both empirical research designed to test the validity of 
suggested explanations and rigouroup conceptual analysis of notions 
such as "flexibility'' which are widiely used by investigators in this 
area.. 
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